PICK 'EM P resident Barack Obama and challenger Mitt Romney appear to be headed inexorably toward one of American presidential politics more unusual outcomes -a close election. To be sure, two of the last three contests (in 2000 and 2004) were decided by 2.4 percentage points or less -close any way one slices it. But in nearly two centuries of popular voting for the nation's highest office, only 14 of 47 elections have been decided by less than 5 percentage points. The others have been settled by wider margins, often much, much wider.
Once the norm, landslide reelection victories of 10 points or more are not as common as they once were. The last was in 1984, when Ronald Reagan scored a 49-state rout of Democrat Walter Mondale. And even a decisive victory, such as Bill Clinton's 9 percentage point triumph over Bob Dole in 1996, always looked beyond the reach of Obama in these tough economic times.
The result is that the Nov. 6 balloting is likely to produce one of two outcomes: the 10th defeat of a sitting president since John Adams was rejected in 1800, or a narrow Obama victory. And if the latter happens, Obama would join just three other sitting presidents who won a new term by a margin of less than 5 percentage points.
It is a group that includes Democrat Woodrow Wilson, who won reelection in 1916 over Republican Charles Evans Hughes by 3 points; Democrat Harry Truman, whose come-from-behind triumph in 1948 over Republican Thomas E. Dewey was capped by a nearly 5 point edge in the popular vote; and Republican George W. Bush, whose 2.4-point advantage over Democrat John Kerry in 2004 was the narrowest popular vote margin for any successfully reelected president in the nation's history. The electoral vote totals for this trio of presidents ranged from a down to the wire 277 (for Wilson) to a more substantial 303 (for Truman).
Another "Misfire"?
T he closer the presidential election looks in its closing days -and at this point it looks quite close -the more the talk of an exotic outcome. Some commentators have brought up the prospect of a 269-to-269 Electoral College tie, which would send the election to the House of Representatives for resolution. There, each state delegation in the newly elected Congress would have one vote, a situation that would almost certainly produce a Romney victory. Currently, Republicans have the advantage in 33 state delegations, the Democrats just 14. And the basic lineup for the 113rd Congress is not expected to change dramatically as a result of the Nov. 6 voting.
A more likely outcome than a tie, though, is an Electoral College "misfire," where the popular vote and the all-important electoral vote winners would be different. If it happens in 2012, it would be the second time in 12 years there was a split decision, with many analysts seeing the probable result a Romney popular vote victory coupled with an Obama electoral vote win.
If that happened, it would be the reverse of 2000. Then, Republican George W. Bush was elected by five electoral votes, although he lost the popular vote to Democrat Al Gore by five-tenths of a percentage point. That year, Bush picked off major swing states such as Ohio and of course, Florida, the latter by the fabled margin of 537 "hanging chads."
For his part, Gore rolled up the vote in populous Democratic strongholds, carrying New York by more than 1.5 million votes, California by greater than 1 million, and Illinois, Massachusetts and New Jersey by more than 500,000 votes each. Gore's "big state" margins in the popular vote
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The End Game
E ach candidate has several prominent assets in their effort to move votes in the final days of the campaign. Obama has plenty of money, a supposedly superior ground game that is accenting early voting, and the bully pulpit of the presidency. The latter was on display in the week before the election as Hurricane Sandy barreled across the mid-Atlantic states, doing much of its worst damage in New Jersey and the New York City area. Obama was a visible leader in disaster management, travelling to New Jersey to tour the devastated state with Republican Gov. Chris Christie. In the process, the president drew words of praise from one of his most caustic campaign critics.
For his part, Romney appears to have even more money than Obama available for his final sprint (including the largesse provided by sympathetic "super PACs"), and enjoys increased stature and poll standing after a pummeling of the strangely disengaged Obama in the first presidential debate held in early October. job approval rating has inched upward to around 50% -a number that in the past has been almost right on the dividing line between presidential reelection and defeat.
In recent elections, there has been a correlation between a president's final pre-election approval rating and his vote share in the presidential election that followed. In 1984, for instance, Ronald Reagan's election-eve approval number was 58%; he won a second term with 59%. In 1992, George Bush's last pre-election rating was a paltry 33%; he could muster only 37% of the vote in losing his bid for reelection. In 1996, Clinton approached the general election with a 54% approval rating; a 49% reelection victory followed. And in 2004, Bush's election-eve approval number of But times being what they are, Obama has been working with a more constricted map in 2012. His path to reelection is built on winning the 19 Kerry states again plus as many of the swing states as he can. The latter have been closely contested throughout the year, minus Indiana, which is considered a safe bet for Romney, and New Mexico, which should be in Obama's back pocket. Across the countryside of central Pennsylvania, for instance, "Romney-Ryan" signs have sprouted, along with those of state and local Republican candidates. In a small town outside Harrisburg, a digital billboard hails in large letters, Romney's decades of experience in business management. In this broad swath of Republican terrain, Obama signs are not to be seen. They are limited to the area's college towns, such as State College (the home of Penn State) and Huntingdon (the home of Juniata College).
MAJOR SWING COUNTIES IN BATTLEGROUND STATES
Neither Romney nor Ryan has spent much time in the Keystone State, but clearly their allies are mounting an intensive on the ground effort to win the electoral votes of this traditionally Democratic state. And if Romney can pick off Pennsylvania or any of the other Kerry states, that will make Obama's path to 270 much harder and Romney's considerably easier. 
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SIGNIFICANT THIRD PARTIES IN 2012 AND THEIR PAST RECORD
1
The last two presidential elections have produced the two highest voter turnout rates for any contests since the national voting age was lowered to 18 years old in 1971. The turnout rate in 2008, nearly 62% of the voter-eligible population, was the highest for any presidential election since 1968. Before that, though, high turnouts were the norm. For five consecutive presidential elections from 1952 through 1968, the turnout rate surpassed 60%, reaching nearly 64% for the fabled race between John F. Kennedy and Richard Nixon in 1960. After 1968, though, close elections, economic and foreign policy crises, and the additional option provided by major independent or third party candidates failed to move the turnout needle upward on a consistent basis. That is until the tragedy of 9/11, since which presidential elections have arguably become more partisan and polarized, and for higher stakes. 1948 1952 1956 1960 1964 1968 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 Percentages do not always equal 100 due to rounding. In Alaska, the independent total includes Undeclared voters, who have not expressed a party affiliation. In Delaware, Kentucky and Louisiana, all independent and third-party voters are combined in a category called "Other" or "Other Parties." All such voters are listed here in the "Inds." (Independents) column.
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PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION TURNOUT RATES SINCE 1948: '08 AMONG HIGHEST
Sources: Web sites of the various state election authorities. 
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From Franklin D. Roosevelt's election in 1932 until 1994, it paid to be a congressional Democrat. With few exceptions, they controlled both houses over this six decade-plus period. But since 1994, Republicans have had the upper hand on Capitol Hill. They have held majorities in the House for 14 of the last 18 years, and in the Senate for nearly 11 of 18 . 
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SENATE, HOUSE TOTALS SINCE 1990
Democratic and Republican House Seats 
HOUSE RACES ON DIFFICULT TERRAIN
Listed below are Republican seats in districts that preferred Democrat Barack Obama by a margin of at least 5 percentage points in the 2008 presidential election, and Democratic seats in districts that voted for Republican John McCain by any margin. There are about twice as many of the latter (nearly 30) as of the former (15), although not all of these seats are being hotly contested this fall. Still, it is likely that the majority of House seats that will change partisan hands in November are in districts that at least in presidential voting are more favorable to the other party. lates that voters of like minds politically tend to increasingly cluster together in neighborhoods, counties and even states -is being put to the test. It is not uncommon for one house along a street to have signs promoting Allen and other GOP candidates, while another house only a stone's throw away is festooned with signs for Kaine and his Democratic ticket-mates.
The one difference between the two sides is that a number of the Democratic signs urge a straightticket Democratic vote, by listing Obama, Kaine and the local Democratic congressional candidate in descending order on one red, white and blue sign. It is a throwback to an earlier era, before split-ticket voting was in vogue. And it makes clear that the result of the Senate race in Virginia (as in a number of other states) could very well be tied to the outcome of the presidential vote.
SENATE PRIMARY RESULTS
(Late August -September) 
